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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Symphony orchestra programming has become steadily more traditional due to 
the perception that contemporary music will not deliver at the box office. This thesis is a 
case study of two American regional orchestras, the Alabama Symphony Orchestra and 
the Albany Symphony, that have found success by making significant institutional 
commitments to contemporary music. By doing so they have promoted an expectation of 
adventure in their audiences and identified new supporters. Important factors in their 
success include: consistency with contemporary music programing, demonstrable support 
of new repertoire from orchestra leaders, and the production of festivals dedicated 
specifically to contemporary music. Thorough decisions to identify their ensemble’s 
outputs with the entirety of the canon, rather than only what has become standard 
repertoire, both the Alabama Symphony Orchestra and Albany Symphony have set their 
work apart, engaged with their communities more fully, and contributed to the 
continuance of the art form. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 From the time that I decided in the seventh grade to become an orchestral 
percussionist, I have been aware of stories about how American orchestras are struggling 
because of classical music’s demise. While I was a high school student and about to 
finalize my decision to attend music school, Time magazine ran a headline that read, “Is 
the Symphony Orchestra Dying?” (M. Walsh 1993). From my current vantage point in 
2016 with over twenty years of professional orchestral experience, I can say with 
confidence that the symphony orchestra has not died though claims of its impending 
death persist. In 2014, Slate ran a story entitled, “Requiem, Classical Music is Dead in 
America” (Vanhoenacker and Hamilton 2014). Articles such as these raise legitimate 
concerns about orchestras and classical music in America, and these concerns inspired 
my study of Arts Administration, but the pessimism that is advanced in these headlines is 
unfortunate considering that orchestras exist in hundreds of American cities, large and 
small. While issues surrounding orchestra business models certainly exist, an orchestra’s 
value and purpose has been validated by generations of classical music consumers, all 
attracted to the strength of the classical repertoire. 
 Claims of classical music’s death aside, American orchestras are facing important 
challenges. In 2015, the National Endowment for the Arts released a study that showed 
significant declines in attendance in our country’s performing arts organizations between 
2002 and 2012 (NEA 2015). This, combined with a shift away from subscription ticket 
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sales, has sent orchestra administrators looking for ways of replacing lost revenue and 
finding new audiences. As orchestras seek ways to generate revenue while also 
contributing to the organizational mission, conflicts arise around programming choices 
and strategy. A short-term solution is to lean heavily on popular orchestral favorites that 
keep subscribers happy and make marketers’ jobs easier—Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, and 
the like. While this may be a useful short-term strategy, it is not a viable plan for the 
future. The fact that nearly every orchestra programs even a small amount of 
contemporary music each season shows that they generally acknowledge the fact that all 
orchestras must do a part to invest in the repertoire of the future. As Alex Ross, the music 
critic of the New Yorker often reminds, “The beloved classics would never have existed 
if audiences of the past had taken such a dim view of the new” (Ross 2015).   
The degree to which any orchestra can commit to programming contemporary 
works depends largely on its tolerance for upsetting supporters who would rather hear the 
classics that they know and love. As a professional orchestral musician myself, I have 
spent the better part of twenty years reading and reflecting on this issue. I’ve also seen 
nearly every different type of strategic attempt—successful and unsuccessful—to manage 
the challenge. It is my opinion that through thoughtful and strategic programming that 
orchestras can help to ensure their future success by making greater commitments to 
contemporary music.  
 This study looks at the practices of two American regional orchestras, the 
Alabama Symphony Orchestra (Birmingham) and the Albany Symphony: who are 
forging a new way forward through their commitments to contemporary music. Both of 
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these orchestras have made contemporary music programming an institutional strategic 
priority and both have found success. The examination of these orchestras’ practices 
identify factors that can help all orchestra stakeholders learn new ways to effectively 
engage with contemporary music that promotes the value of artistic discovery.  
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS, METHODS AND LIMITATIONS 
 
 In order to best understand these orchestras, I set out to learn about the people 
who have contributed to their success. I felt that it would be important to study not only 
how their strategic decisions have created positive environments for contemporary music 
but also how their internal and external discourse has helped to shift the expectations of 
stakeholders. To that end, my research was guided by these questions: 
 
• What factors contribute to a heathy institutional engagement with contemporary 
music? 
• What are the institutional benefits of programming contemporary music? 
• How does the orchestra's commitment to contemporary music affect the 
audience? Board? Musicians? 
• What are the challenges or sacrifices associated with presenting contemporary 
music? 
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 In order to research these questions, I visited both Birmingham, Alabama and 
Albany, New York, in order to hear both orchestras, speak with their audiences, meet 
members of their staffs, experience their communities, and collect other observational 
data. I also conducted in-person and telephone interviews with key administrators and 
musicians from both institutions (see Appendix A). By employing these methods along 
with other historical background, my goal was to understand the factors that contribute to 
an ecosystem where contemporary music is prioritized to the degree that it has 
contributed to the orchestra’s identity. I must note that I am an orchestral musician 
myself, but I have never worked for or with either of the two orchestras that I have 
studied. Along similar lines, I will disclose that, despite my recent graduate study of Arts 
Administration, my viewpoint has been informed substantially by my experience as a 
musician.  
 The topic of contemporary music can be studied and understood from numerous 
standpoints, two of which include: 1.) a study of its own history, evolution, and 
relationship to older music, and 2.) a study of its relationship to historical and societal 
developments. These ideas have been thoroughly researched by others. For the purposes 
of this study, contemporary music is treated as a singular element, which is examined in 
counterpoint to the rest of the orchestral repertoire. While there is no generally accepted 
age at which a piece of music is no longer considered to be contemporary, when I refer to 
contemporary music in this study, I am largely referring to music that has been written by 
composers that are currently alive. Other definitions of contemporary music based on the 
age of the work are equally valid, but it is my thinking that most efficient way of 
5 
 
 
demonstrating the vitality and importance of new composition is through appreciation of 
the work of living composers who are actively making creative contributions to the 
repertoire. 
This study is not meant to offer any insights on the specific quantitative 
relationship between the programming of contemporary repertoire and economic 
outcomes or trends. Studies outlining the complexities of this relationship are referenced 
in the Review of Literature. This study, instead, serves as a way of understanding how 
administrators and other orchestra stakeholders have successfully elevated contemporary 
music as an organizational mission priority.   
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 In 2007 Alex Ross, the music critic of the New Yorker, wrote The Rest is Noise: 
Listening to the Twentieth-Century, which quickly became a New York Times best-seller. 
As the title artfully indicates, this is not a book that employs a discussion of music theory, 
but instead uses historical context to weave together compelling stories about composers, 
their work, and their place in society (Ross 2007). Through stories about composers such 
as Richard Strauss, Pierre Boulez, Aaron Copland, John Cage, Duke Ellington, George 
Gershwin, and members of the Velvet Underground, among many others, Ross explains 
the complicated evolution of music in the twentieth century. Challenges to western 
harmony, intense nationalist and populist energy, global influences from Africa, Central 
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and South America, and Asia, and the introduction of the microphone and electric guitar 
led to the most dynamic period in music history. 
As a way of making sense of this these changes, the grouping of music into 
separate categories like jazz, rock, and classical became common. These separate musical 
genres give the impression that these styles of music are unrelated. To this day their 
histories are studied and understood independently. Ross’s text presents an integrated 
history of music in the twentieth century where creators of music were not only aware of 
each other’s innovations but also inspired by them. Stephen Walsh noted this distinction 
in his Washington Post review of The Rest is Noise that, “This is the best general study of 
a complex history too often claimed by academic specialists on the one hand and candid 
populists on the other. Ross plows his own broad furrow, beholden to neither side, 
drawing on both” (S. Walsh 2007). It is the fact that Ross treats all music of the 
twentieth-century equally that makes his book especially insightful. He clearly 
demonstrates how popular music and western art music—which is now understood to be 
Classical Music—coexisted and informed each other in a complementary and inseparable 
way. 
 But can a better understanding of this history have any effect on audiences for live 
performance? That's the question that Alexandra Colghan asked in her piece for The 
Independent, “Does Anyone Like Modern Classical Music?” This piece ran in advance of 
the The Rest is Noise Festival at the Southbank Centre, which set out to present 
significant twentieth-century pieces identified by Ross in his book, paired with historical 
anecdotes and context from author himself. Colghan is quick to credit Ross's book as a 
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success, but her questions were appropriate then as they are now – Will any of this matter 
in the concert hall? Concert-goers like what they like – why would they change their 
minds? Can a better understanding of twentieth-century music actually bring new 
audiences to the concert hall (Colghan 2012)?  
 Colghan’s skepticism may have been valid in relation to the festival she 
previewed, and her concerns certainly apply to an entrenched sector of classical music 
supporters who are happy to ignore any of the music written since 1900; but a greater 
understanding of music has indeed led to new audiences in the concert hall. Liquid 
Music; a forward-looking contemporary classical music series in St. Paul, Minnesota; 
other progressive presenters such as BAM (Brooklyn Academy of Music) and Duke 
Performances; and contemporary classical music ensembles such as Eighth Blackbird, 
Alarm will Sound, the International Contemporary Ensemble and So Percussion confirm 
that there is support for new classical music. Contemporary classical music has found a 
place in the clubs and at popular music festivals in recent years as well. Big Ears, an 
annual music festival in Knoxville, Tennessee that presents major indie bands such as 
Deerhoof and Sunn O))) have also invited Steve Reich, Philip Glass, and Meredith Monk 
as composers-in-residence, and the ensemble yMusic, whose instrumentation is Violin, 
Viola, Cello, Flute, Clarinet, and Trumpet, has recorded new chamber music and toured 
with Ben Folds.  
 Despite new energy around contemporary classical music, the developments of 
the twentieth century have presented interesting challenges for the orchestra whose 
history and development was disrupted by the technical advancements like the 
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microphone and electric instruments. The orchestra as a standardized collection of 
instruments grew slowly over the course of two centuries out of composers' desire for 
music to be louder and more powerful (Spitzer and Zaslaw 2004, 437). The specific 
collection and mass of instruments continuously expanded as composers experimented 
with writing for new devices and searched for more lush textures and radical sounds. This 
growth happened gradually from the late seventeenth century through the early twentieth 
century and is exemplified by the comparison of the baroque orchestra used by Bach 
which may have included as few as 10 or 12 players to the massive orchestras of 100 or 
more players required to play the symphonies of Mahler.  
 Only in the past one hundred years has the orchestra become a standardized group 
of instruments effectively halting a long history of artistic innovation through 
compositional freedom (Oteri 2001). Today, America's top orchestras operate as large 
non-profit entities with immense annual budgets where many different forces contribute 
to organizational decision making: administrators, board members, marketers, 
fundraisers, among others.  Composers, who were the original shapers of the orchestra, 
are now far down the list of people who might make an impact. Decisions about the size 
and instrumentation of the orchestras are currently optimized for the performance of old 
classical music. Any deviation from this instrumentation would require the orchestra to 
hire extra players and expand budgets. As a result, composers are commonly asked to 
write for only the orchestra’s standard compliment of players without any expansions or 
additions. Even shrinking the orchestral forces is typically discouraged.  
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 The standardization of the orchestra has been limiting for composers but it has 
increased performance opportunities as well as the quality of performance. According to 
studies of US orchestral repertoire between the mid nineteenth-century and mid 
twentieth-century, a few important factors led to increased performances of contemporary 
music – access to higher quality players being chief among them (Dowd et al. 2002, 57-
58). The standardization of orchestral instrumentation has resulted in ensembles 
comprised of well-trained players, comfortable with learning difficult new music quickly. 
Increased standards of performance are an undeniable benefit of having a defined roster 
of musicians.  
 One of today's brightest young composers, Andrew Norman, spoke of this reality 
in a recent interview with William Robin: “I've struggled for a long time with the 
nineteenth-century-ness of the symphony orchestra. It’s basically a period instrument that 
comes to us from the Victorian period, and hasn't really changed, except we added some 
percussion instruments and an occasional saxophone” (Robin 2015). 
 Other composers have decided to avoid the orchestra altogether. In his book, 
Writings on Music, 1965-2000, the Pulitzer Prize winning composer, Steve Reich, 
discusses his decision to stop writing for the orchestra after disappointing attempts. Mr. 
Reich also argues that the orchestra as an institution has still not acknowledged the 
invention of the microphone, ignoring modern sounds which are frequently amplified 
(Reich 2002, 160). Mr. Norman touches on this same issue when discussing singing, 
saying, “Operatic voice: it's a nineteenth-century instrument, and opera voices sound the 
way they do because they were developed in this time period before amplification. What 
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does that mean, now, in 2015 to go back and inhabit this old way of singing – especially 
when we have ways of making any sort of voice audible in any room at any time?” 
(Robin 2015). There have, of course, been cases where composers and orchestras have 
included unique instruments or the use of microphones, but the views of Mr. Reich and 
Mr. Norman highlight the difficult task of marrying the standardized orchestral ensemble 
with modern musical tastes. 
At this point in history, orchestras' administrators and music directors have no 
choice but to try to find a balance between the business of the orchestra and the desire to 
further the artistic progress of the orchestra through commitment to new repertoire. 
Honoring a tradition and contributing new pieces to the repertoire are often in direct 
competition with the concerns that marketers and fundraisers have about developing and 
continuing relationships with the public. Performances of standard repertoire do lead to 
increased orchestra attendance, and while this may be wise to program standard 
repertoire in the short term, refusal to invest in repertoire that will resonate with future 
audiences is fraught with institutional risk (Pompe, Tamburri, and Munn 2013, 227).  
 A recent New York Times piece that previewed a new piece written for the Detroit 
Symphony and profiled its intrepid Music Director, Leonard Slatkin, exposed the internal 
conflicts that exist around the inclusion of contemporary music. In speaking about 
Slatkin's commitment to contemporary music, Anne Parsons, the Detroit Symphony's 
CEO said, “He's been here long enough and earned the right, if you will, and the trust to 
create the right balance” (Woolfe 2015). This type of quote is rare. Ms. Parsons 
recognizes that Mr. Slatkin has built trust with the Detroit audiences but she comes across 
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as artistic gate-keeper. Typically, Music Directors are publicly presented as possessing 
more autonomy, but Ms. Parsons' quote offered a small window on how she and Mr. 
Slatkin attempt to balance their responsibilities. Thomas Morris, the former executive 
director of the Cleveland Orchestra who is currently a consultant for orchestras, sees the 
situation differently. He understands the pressures that orchestras face regarding 
programming, but his inclination is to be bold. In an interview for the New York Times, 
Morris said, “When I'm on a consulting project and I encounter a boring program, 
inevitably I'm told, 'The marketing department made us do it'” (Tommasini 2008).  
 It has become common for orchestras to include contemporary music on the first 
half of the program so long as the second half includes a piece from the standard 
repertoire. Alan Gilbert, Music Director of the New York Philharmonic, calls this “the 
'Bolero' effect.” - “We can put a new piece on a program as long as we end with 
“Bolero.” Mr. Gilbert contends that this tactic creates an “...unavoidable impression that 
we didn't believe in the new piece after all” (Tommasini 2008). 
 New approaches to the problem of programming contemporary music are slowly 
emerging. In a 2008 study, Turrini et al. conclude that contemporary classical music as 
cultural capital is underutilized by classical music presenting organizations (Turrini, 
O’Hare, and Borgonovi 2008, 71-72). Armed with interview data from orchestra and 
opera managers, they built elaborate equations to calculate all forces related to orchestra 
programming. They conclude that the inability to utilize contemporary music as a 
resource is a problem of the interaction of these two competing elements: 1.) limits of 
audience attention, preparation and access to demanding music, 2.) the competition for 
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attention between new music and the expanding stock of valued old music, and 3.) the 
fact that a programmer has to package music into a particular format that is governed by 
time and is delivered to a diverse group of people (85). This study suggests that 
orchestras would benefit by presenting some concerts of exclusively contemporary 
music. 
 Orchestra marketing departments are also considering new ways to find value in 
contemporary music. TRG Arts, a marketing company that focuses on performing arts 
organizations, has recently suggested that new works might be a way for arts 
organizations to build loyalty with their audiences (VanVleet 2015). This approach 
acknowledges that organizations might find identity in presenting new works: any 
orchestra can and will play Beethoven's 5th Symphony quite often, but very few define 
their offerings with primarily new music. More research should be done in this area to 
determine the depth of the link between new works and patron loyalty, as well as to 
ascertain the benefit of programs that focus on contemporary music as it relates to 
building a new audience. 
• • • 
Orchestras can be found in nearly every city in our country. From youth 
orchestras to university orchestras to community orchestras to the New York 
Philharmonic, our country's oldest and most respected orchestra, each exists and is 
connected by an incredible body of repertoire that continues to inspire audiences and 
performers alike. While every orchestra exists to interact with this repertoire, it is our 
country’s largest orchestras such the New York Philharmonic, the Chicago Symphony 
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Orchestra, the LA Philharmonic, and the Philadelphia Orchestra that have direct histories 
with these repertoire pieces and their composers.  
 The Boston Symphony played the world premieres of many great early twentieth-
century compositions, including the Bartok Concerto for Orchestra. Gustav Mahler and 
Pierre Boulez both served as Music Directors of the New York Philharmonic. The LA 
Philharmonic played many of the movie scores written by European emigre composers 
such as Arnold Schoenberg. The Philadelphia Orchestra played the US premiere of 
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, and the world premiere performance of Rachmaninov’s 
Symphonic Dances. In a review of the Symphonic Dances premiere for the New York 
Times, Olin Downes noted that, “The music impressed the audience” (Downes 1941). 
Not every world premiere performance is met with positive reaction, but musicians and 
audiences alike are proud of their orchestras' lineages. This pride has bred a strong sense 
of purpose in these institutions and it validates their involvement with new music today. 
 Professional orchestras in small US cities are generally referred to as regional 
orchestras. These groups operate with much smaller budgets but still employ highly-
trained musicians. Most regional orchestras were founded long after those based in larger, 
older cities such as New York, Chicago, or Cleveland. The histories of regional 
orchestras generally are not aligned with famous composers or conductors, but instead 
rely only on the lineage and training of their musicians as a useful but refracted 
connection to the origins of the repertoire. These ensembles cannot rely on the historical 
institutional connections that fuel the success of the largest American orchestras. Due to 
the fact that they are based in smaller cities, regional orchestras also struggle to counter 
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the perception that orchestras are elitist institutions (Ugur 1996, 133). Such attitudes 
reflect insufficient connections between these regional orchestras and the communities 
they serve. Regional orchestras rely on the same core classical music repertoire that the 
large orchestras do, but their communities will never have the same depth of connection 
with this repertoire that audiences of larger orchestras do.  
 If it is not by playing old European music that regional orchestras create value for 
their audiences, playing newer music might seem a logical solution. Leon Botstein, the 
Music Director of the American Symphony Orchestra—the New York based orchestra 
whose mission is to renew live orchestral music as a vital force in contemporary 
American culture—believes that, “to survive and flourish we need to stop playing the 
same repertoire in concert” (Botstein 2008). Very few orchestras have adopted this tactic, 
however. Admirers of the classical cannon view their music as superior to all other music 
(Botstein 2008). These advocates donate money and purchase the tickets that fund these 
orchestras, therefore programing choices generally reflect the preferred tastes of these 
patrons. 
 Contemporary music programming has increased over the past years. The most 
recent Repertoire Reports released by the League of American Orchestras shows that 
between 2006 and 2011, music written by contemporary music composers rose from 
25.2% to 32.6% of composers represented on orchestra concerts in the US (“ORR 
Archive - League of American Orchestras” 2016). These reports do not separate 
orchestras based on their budget levels, but in their study, Factors that influence 
programming decisions of US symphony orchestras, Pompe et al. demonstrate that larger 
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orchestras are more likely to program unique or nonstandard repertoire than small 
orchestras (Pompe, Tamburri, and Munn 2011, 183). In this study, Pompe et al. created a 
Standard Repertoire Index (SRI) using data from 64 American orchestras in 2006-07 
programming. The SRI is an objective measure of the uniqueness of an orchestra’s 
repertoire compared to the standard or most often performed repertoire. The SRI is then 
used to determine factors that may influence orchestra programming. One of the primary 
factors is the fear of alienating supporters – and thus funding – through programming 
choices. This fear must be addressed by all orchestral administrators, regardless of the 
organization’s budget size; however, this burden is especially heavy for smaller-market 
orchestras with lesser artistic legacies.   
 This study could have easily focused on the New York Philharmonic and Los 
Angeles Philharmonic, two large-budget orchestras which have made substantial 
commitments to contemporary music that are worthy of examination. It is my belief, 
however, that a study of two smaller regional orchestras reveals a more purified 
understanding of the relationship between an institution and its supporters, where there 
are smaller margins around the decision making. The orchestras in New York and LA 
draw audiences from major metropolitan areas with very large populations made up of 
many highly educated people with disposable income. In order for either of them to find 
success with a contemporary music initiative, they would only need to attract a fraction 
of that population. I decided to examine the orchestras in Birmingham and Albany, 
because their records with contemporary music are both outstanding and because their 
involvements with contemporary music have a much larger proportional effect on their 
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audiences than those of orchestras in larger cities. Because of this dynamic, the stakes of 
their decision making are arguably higher, and in turn, these situations provide a better 
opportunity to learn. 
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CHAPTER ONE – THE ALABAMA SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
 
 
The Alabama Symphony Orchestra (ASO) is the state of Alabama’s only full-time 
professional orchestra. Based in Birmingham, the orchestra is comprised of 54 musicians 
and 24 staff members and operates on an annual budget of $6.5 million. The ASO offers 
190 performances during the course of its 40-week season divided between classical 
music series, pops concerts, and educational programs. Concerts are presented throughout 
the state of Alabama, but most occur in Birmingham between mid-September and early 
June. From its humble beginnings in 1921 as a group of volunteer musicians, the ASO 
has grown to become one of the state’s largest cultural institutions serving thousands of 
Alabama residents every year. The organization relies on support from a 60-member 
board of directors and a broad group of community organizations and businesses. It 
maintains a $14 million endowment.  
Unfortunately, the ASO’s growth was not without challenges. In 1993, the 
orchestra filed for bankruptcy and ceased operations. The orchestra’s assets were sold to 
a small group of ASO supporters with the hopes that the orchestra would be able to 
reform and operate again. After four years of incredible determination and work, the 
ASO was reestablished in 1997 and has continued to operate without interruption through 
today.  
 Of course, there were setbacks associated with the bankruptcy. The musicians’ 
salaries, the length of the orchestra’s season, and the number of contracted musicians all 
continue to be smaller than before the bankruptcy. While each of these retractions is 
18 
 
 
unfortunate, the most prominent of them is the orchestra’s size. Prior to the bankruptcy in 
1992, the orchestra employed 74 full-time musicians—twenty more players than today. 
Everyone involved in the organization is proud of its resilience in the face of the 
economic challenge, but no orchestra could afford to dispense with 20 musicians without 
some negative effect on its quality or artistic integrity. Now the ASO must either program 
smaller works, or rely on adding extra freelance musicians in order to occasionally 
present larger works.  
 In recent years, the ASO has benefited from skilled administrative and artistic 
leadership. Curtis Long has served as the ASO’s chief executive since 2008, during 
which time he has presided over a period of steady growth and increased prominence in 
the community. Mr. Long joined the ASO in the third of Justin Brown’s six-year tenure 
as Music Director, and their partnership led to an important period of progress for the 
ASO. 
 Justin Brown’s impact on the ASO’s artistic profile is undeniable. Understanding 
the limits of a 54-member orchestra, Mr. Brown recognized that there would be areas of 
repertoire that would be challenging to program with only 54 musicians. If the ASO were 
to perform any of the late Romantic period orchestral music—such as that of Strauss, 
Mahler, Wagner, and others— extra players would need to be added, and budgets for 
individual concerts would need to expand. These pieces that represent a large core of the 
repertoire could be programmed occasionally but not regularly. 
 Instead, the programming focus became smaller and older to fit the 54-member 
ASO. Mozart, Beethoven, Schuman, as well as compact pieces by Stravinsky, Bizet, and 
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others would form the core of the ASO’s repertoire under Brown. Knowing that he would 
need to add variety to his programs, he also committed to commissioning new works and 
programming new compositions that were already written for a small orchestra. Adding 
new works to programs offered counterpoint without the need for hiring more players. 
Inspired in part by practicality, this focus on new works would prove to be an important 
shift for the ASO.  
 Over time, Brown’s commitment to contemporary music led to important 
recognitions. The ASO has won numerous ASCAP (American Society of Composers, 
Authors and Publishers) awards for adventurous programing including the John S. 
Edwards Award for Strongest Commitment to New American Music—ASCAP’s highest 
award. In 2012, the ASO was invited to the Spring For Music Festival, a festival of 
orchestras at New York’s Carnegie Hall designed to showcase orchestras based on the 
innovation of their programming. The ASO’s invitation to the festival and its 
performance in New York led to glowing national press coverage and served as a 
reintroduction of the Alabama Symphony on the national stage. No longer would the 
ASO’s identity be defined by its 1993 demise. The Spring For Music performance gave 
the orchestra a new story to tell and a new profile.   
 Spring For Music happened during the final season of Justin Brown’s tenure as 
Music Director and served as a capstone accomplishment for his time with the orchestra. 
The 2011-12 season was also marked by the hiring of Pierre Ruhe as the orchestra’s new 
Artistic Administrator. After more than a decade covering classical music in Atlanta for 
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the Atlanta Journal Constitution as well as his own online outlet, Ruhe laid down his pen 
and moved to another part of the music industry.  
 As a critic, Ruhe had seen and evaluated hundreds of orchestra concerts, and 
though the transition from orchestra critic to orchestra administrator isn’t a common one, 
his previous work provided great preparation for his new job. All of those years in the 
audience gave Ruhe a unique perspective, one that understands and values the live 
experience of the program from the audience perspective. For Ruhe, programming is an 
honest expression of his own genuine curiosity about music, the people who compose it, 
and the experience it can create for an audience, never an exercise in musical history, 
tradition, and common practice. 
 During the three seasons the ASO conducted a search for a Music Director to 
replace Justin Brown, Ruhe handled the programming alone and continued to prioritize 
contemporary music. In an interview shortly after stepping down as Music Director, 
Justin Brown called Ruhe “a fantastically creative programmer,” and in addressing his 
own legacy of contemporary music programming said, “In the interim period, that could 
have all died. Pierre is keeping it going” (Huebner 2013). Even though Brown and 
Ruhe’s tenures only overlapped for one season, their shared outlook on programming 
solidified the ASO’s commitment to contemporary music.  
 In many discussions of adventurous programing and new works, the 
demographics of a place are invariably offered to justify arguments for or against a 
community’s willingness or ability to support it. Birmingham is home to a number of 
academic institutions, and this concentration of highly educated people serve as a reliable 
21 
 
 
base of support for contemporary music. When asked about the profile of Birmingham, 
its demographics, and the ASO’s audience’s interest in contemporary music, Ruhe offers 
an additional important point: “The ASO doesn’t have very much direct competition” 
(Ruhe, 2016). He explained that compared to other orchestras who operate in more 
competitive markets, the ASO doesn’t need to spend nearly as much money on high-
profile, expensive soloists in order to retain Birmingham’s classical music audience. This 
strong market position gives him more ability to invest in other, often less expensive, 
ways of creating interest and variety for audiences, and many times those are new works. 
• • • 
 The ASO’s engagement with new music is clearly demonstrated in its past 
programming. Over the past ten seasons, the ASO has played works by 70 different living 
composers representing different ethnicities and musical genres. The ASO has been 
active in commissioning new works for orchestra as well. As a feature of its Composer-
in-Residence program, a different composer is commissioned to compose a new work for 
the ASO each season (Figure 1). The resident composer also spends time in Birmingham 
to participate in orchestra outreach programs, meet audiences, hear performances, and 
consult with staff.  
 Paul Lansky was the ASO’s first resident composer in 2009, and his piece, 
Shapeshifters, was performed as a part of its Spring For Music program at Carnegie Hall. 
At the time of the commission, Lansky had never written a work for orchestra. He was a 
very well-respected and well-established composer of computer music, and he held a  
high-profile faculty positon in the composition department at Princeton. Despite these  
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Figure 1 – Alabama Symphony Composers-in-Residence, 2009-2017 
 
qualifications, Lansky needed to be convinced to accept the commission for an orchestra 
piece. The success of this partnership helped to solidify the Composer-in-Residence 
program of the Alabama Symphony Orchestra.   
 Resident composers since Lansky have represented a wide range of musical 
backgrounds. The bassist Edgar Meyer served in the positon in the 2012-13 season. He is 
known much more for his collaborative bluegrass music than he is known as a classical 
music composer. Ellis Ludwig-Leone was in residence in the 2014-15 season, and while 
he was trained in composition at Yale, he’s recognized more for his work with the indie-
rock outfit, San Fermin. In the 2016-17 season, Susan Botti, the amazingly talented 
composer/performer, will not only write for the ASO but also perform her piece as a 
featured vocalist.  
In an attempt to add variety to the ASO’s offerings and attract a different type of 
audience, Justin Brown and the ASO initiated a series of casual concerts that started 
earlier, were shorter than typical classical programs, and featured discussions about the 
	
Alabama	Symphony	Composers-in-Residence	
	
2016-17	-	Susan	Botti	
2015-16	-	Paul	Desenne	
2014-15	-	Ellis	Ludwig-Leone	
2013-14	-	Hannah	Lash	
2012-13	-	Judd	Greenstein	
2011-12	-	Edgar	Meyer	
2010-11	-	Avner	Dorman	
2009-10	-	Paul	Lansky	
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music. Generally, the new series had the goal of making younger audience members 
more comfortable by removing some of the potential barriers for first-time concert goers.  
 The ASO workshopped a number of different formats for this series during its 
first few seasons, but it was Justin Brown’s idea to focus on contemporary music and 
collaborative projects that was the biggest shift. They also changed its name from 
Symphony@7 to The Classical Edge. This group of concerts became a regular four-
concert series spread throughout the season that featured exclusively adventurous new 
music and cross genre collaborations. It is not uncommon for orchestras to attempt to 
develop relationships with new audiences, but only a few of the biggest orchestras have 
done so with a series of concerts that feature contemporary music. The LA Phil’s Green 
Umbrella series and the New York Philharmonic’s CONTACT! concerts are a couple of 
examples, but both of these use only a small portion of the orchestra’s players. To my 
knowledge, the ASO’s Classical Edge series is the only one that uses the entire orchestra 
for a contemporary music series.   
 Four concerts may seem like an insignificant number of concerts during a 40-
week concert season, but this series gave the organization an opportunity to try new 
ideas—they served as a type of laboratory for programming and marketing. The Classical 
Edge is a series where the ASO challenges industry traditions and tests theories about 
presentation and audience development.  
 The Classical Edge series has included many first performances of new orchestral 
music. It has also featured prominent composer/performers from different musical genres 
such as Bela Fleck, Bryce Dessner, and Chris Thile. Each of these musicians are at the 
24 
 
 
top of their specific fields, and their talent is undisputed; but because of the fact that they 
perform on the banjo, electric guitar, and mandolin respectively—instruments that are 
generally not associated with classical music or its traditions—chances for them to 
showcase their music or collaborate with orchestras have been rare. Other programs have 
included DJs or indie rock bands in thoughtful and well-produced collaborations. There 
have been double bass concerti, a concerto for electric guitar based on the sound of early 
southern rock band, and classical music written by Frank Zappa. Since its inception, the 
various versions of the Classical Edge series have featured music written by 48 different 
living composers. They have also included music by early 20th century modern 
composers such as Darius Milhaud, Toru Takemitsu, and Edgar Varèse.  
 This four-concert series has expanded the ASO’s repertoire considerably while 
significantly diversifying its artistic offerings, but when asked about the effect of the 
Classical Edge series on the rest of the orchestra’s profile, Pierre Ruhe pushed back on 
the idea that there should be over-arching goals attached to the series. According to Ruhe, 
organizational benchmarks for the series are centered on attracting a younger audience, 
and they have succeeded in doing so. Debbie Bartoletti, the ASO’s Director of 
Communications and Public Relations, shares Ruhe’s outlook. She is most interested in 
the fact that the series has attracted young and sophisticated listeners that are not 
interested in the orchestra’s main Masterworks series. Bartoletti has leveraged this new 
audience to make new partnerships in the community such as with Classical Edge media 
sponsor, Birmingham Mountain Radio. This and other new community relationships are 
only possible because of the Classical Edge brand and its young audience.  
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 According to both Ruhe and Bartoletti, the vast majority the Classical Edge 
audience consists of single-tickets, or people who purchase individual tickets for a 
specific show as opposed to buying tickets for all of the Classical Edge programs as a 
package. This is not a surprise given the vast range of programming the series has seen 
over the years. Audiences who came to hear a show that features the local indie rock 
band, Remy, are not necessarily interested in a program of orchestra music by the South 
American composer, Paul Desenne. This shift away from subscription sales is well 
documented in the field of arts administration, and every American orchestra is working 
to find ways of managing the change. For the ASO, the Classical Edge Series has 
provided a perfect opportunity to learn more about this shift. The opportunity to test 
ideas, learn, and respond are the real values of the Classical Edge series, and are the 
reasons that it has survived. No traditional analysis of Classical Edge ticket sales or 
revenue could be used to demonstrate the program’s success, but when asked about its 
viability and future, Ruhe dismissed the inquiry with a matter-of-fact confirmation of 
Classical Edge’s strong corporate support. 
 In the 2015-16 season, the ASO welcomed its new Music Director, Carlos 
Izcaray, a young Venezuelan conductor whose musical training began in the famous El-
Sistema program that also produced Gustavo Dudamel. During most of his first season 
with the orchestra, Izcaray has led programs that were planned by Pierre Ruhe and the 
ASO staff because the planning happened prior to his becoming Music Director. The 
2016-17 season will be the first that Izcaray and Ruhe have worked on together.  
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 Izcaray has, however, made a rather dramatic impact on the future of the Classical 
Edge series for next season. With his urging, Classical Edge will shift from its traditional 
4-concert format into a new 10-day festival called the Sound Edge Festival. The new 
festival will feature the same types of new music and collaborative projects that have 
found success in the past, but Izcaray hopes that the new schedule will help with 
sustaining momentum from one show to the next. Over the course of the ten days, the 
orchestra will play four concerts that will feature music written by the 2016-17 
Composer-in Residence, Susan Botti, and the celebrated young American composer, 
Andrew Norman. The full orchestra will also collaborate with an indie rock band at 
Birmingham’s nightclub, Iron City. On days in between the orchestra’s concerts, other 
groups will perform new music programs in various breweries and art galleries around 
the city. The shift in format has provided a new energy for the organization. Stakeholders 
throughout the organization have expressed optimism about how a festival might lead to 
new collaborators, capture the attention of the city, and make a larger impact.   
• • • 
 The Masterworks series is the largest group of concerts in the ASO’s season, and 
its programming is grounded by works written by traditional classical music composers 
such as Beethoven, Brahms, Mozart, and others. The Masterworks subscription series 
offers 12 weeks of concerts all presented at the Alys Stephens Center, a modern, well-
appointed, and acoustically appealing concert hall on the campus of the University of 
Alabama Birmingham. Each program of this series is performed twice, once each on 
Friday and Saturday evening. In the 2015-16 season, the Masterworks series concerts 
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included 31 compositions written prior to 1950 and 10 written since—seven of those 10 
by composers who are still alive.  
 While it was Justin Brown who supplied the initial infusion of contemporary 
music, in the period after his departure not only did the number of contemporary works 
increase, they also represented a broader group of composers. During Brown’s six-year 
tenure, he included an average of about 4 pieces of new music on each Masterworks 
season. During the four-year period following his departure which Pierre Ruhe 
programmed alone, the number of contemporary pieces increased dramatically. Ruhe 
included an average of almost 7 pieces of new music per season during this stretch.  
 The ASO’s 2016-17 Masterworks season is the first that Ruhe and new ASO 
Music Director, Carlos Izcaray, have planned together. The 2016-17 season will feature 5 
contemporary works, one of which will be written by Izcaray himself. According to 
Ruhe, Carlos is a very willing collaborator, and is interested in continuing the orchestra’s 
commitment to contemporary music. Izcaray will conduct all but one of next season’s 
contemporary pieces himself. A guest conductor will handle a new work by Timo 
Andres. It remains to be seen if the reduction of contemporary pieces planned for next 
season is a trend based on Izcaray’s influence or an anomaly.  
 The ASO’s decision to give so much program space to contemporary music over 
the past ten years has led to a few interesting omissions from the standard repertoire 
programing. Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, Prokofiev’s Suites from Romeo and Juliet and 
Cinderella, and Ravel’s Rhapsodie Espagnole are all standard orchestral works that the 
ASO has not performed in the recent past. It’s possible that these works have not had 
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performances because they all require relatively large orchestras but none are larger than 
a symphony by Gustav Mahler, three of which have been heard in the same period. 
 If orchestra size and budget are factors that limit the programming of certain 
repertoire, those limits don’t apply to Stravinsky’s Petrushka or the Shostakovich 10th 
Symphony—both of which are orchestra standards and have not been heard in the past 
ten years. Gershwin’s An American in Paris and Bartok’s Concerto for Orchestra are 
popular works that have also been conspicuously absent from the Masterworks series 
programs, but both are part of the ASO’s 2016-17 slate.  
 The usual industry argument against programming contemporary music is based 
on the idea that older music will attract larger audiences, and this idea dictates the degree 
to which orchestras typically engage in adventurous programming. As is outlined in the 
review of literature, there is an entirely insufficient amount of data to support this 
principle, but it still pervades. Pierre Ruhe and his staff at the ASO set out to collect their 
own internal data on the topic, and after a multi-year study of programming as it related 
to ticket sales, they determined that there was no relationship at all between the specific 
programming and ticket sales. It is this data that serves as the baseline for the ASO’s 
program planning. Unlike most orchestras, they have taken the issue off of the table 
entirely.  
• • • 
 Like many American cities, Birmingham is experiencing a period of significant 
reinvestment and revitalization. For the first time since battles over civil rights divided its 
population, long vacant buildings are being renovated, new businesses are opening, and 
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people are choosing to live downtown again. The newly renovated Lyric Theater is one 
prominent symbol of the city’s energy and revitalization. It was built in 1914 to host 
Vaudeville stars such as the Marx Brothers and Will Rogers, and it was one of the only 
theaters in the entire country where both blacks and whites could watch the same show at 
the same time. Seating was segregated with blacks occupying the balcony while whites 
sat on the floor, but everyone paid the same price for a ticket. 
 The theater hosted a wide variety of events in the years following, but by the late 
1970’s, the building was vacant and sat in a poor state of repair. After a few different 
attempts to renovate the space, efforts were renewed in earnest in 2009. A committed 
group of investors, the city of Birmingham, and many donors made significant 
investments, and on January 14, 2016, the Lyric re-opened.  
The ASO has no intentions of leaving its main performance venue on the campus 
of the University of Alabama, Birmingham, but the orchestra was excited to give the 
Lyric a try as an alternate venue. Six weeks after its renovation was complete, the ASO 
played its first concert there, and I was in attendance. The venue isn’t large enough nor 
are its acoustics good enough to host the ASO regularly, but this concert was a good 
chance for the orchestra and its audience to be a part of the new downtown energy. The 
hall’s beautiful turn-of-the-century detailing has been meticulously refurbished giving the 
space a comfortable elegance, but the renovation unfortunately did not include any 
modern acoustical treatments or other upgrades on stage. For this concert, a painted black 
cinder block wall served as the orchestra’s backdrop, and no acoustical shell stopped a 
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portion of the orchestra’s sound from ending up high above the stage where the riggings 
were hung.  
 The program, called Men of the Theater, took a tangential inspiration from the 
venue’s history, but none of the works by Bernstein, Mozart, or Weill offered on this 
evening had likely ever been heard at the Lyric. The concert sold out days before the 
event, and attracted a mixed audience of usual orchestra supporters and those who were 
curious to see the results of the renovation.  
 Aside from an issue getting patrons back to their seats in time after intermission 
and the slightly inferior acoustics, the concert could only have been considered a success. 
It was a great audience in a new downtown venue, and the orchestra received a very 
positive review (Huebner 2016). At the time, the orchestra’s management wasn’t sure if 
they would return to the Lyric after this trial, but have already performed there again. It is 
unclear whether or not there is interest either on the part of the Lyric or the ASO to make 
further investments in the acoustical treatments. According to Debbie Bartoletti, the 
orchestra’s Director of Communications and Public Relations, the ASO is also hoping to 
use the Lyric as a part of the new Sound Edge Festival, in order to capitalize on its 
downtown location and also to escape the formal trappings of the orchestra’s home 
auditorium. On the topic of the Alys Robinson Stephens Center, she said, “It’s 
acoustically fabulous, but just doesn’t carry the same kind of ambiance for a young 
millennial” (Bartoletti, 2016). 
 In addition to the concerts at the Lyric and the new Sound Edge Festival, the ASO 
is confident that Carlos Izcaray’s arrival will be an opportunity to sharpen the 
31 
 
 
institution’s image and positioning in Birmingham. After three seasons without a Music 
Director, the ASO is ready to have someone who can again serve as the face of the 
organization in the community. Bartoletti, who is leading this reengagement effort, sees 
the issue as an industry problem offering that, “It seems like orchestras just kind of got 
sleepy, and didn’t realize that they needed to be very relevant in today’s life” (Bartoletti, 
2016). 
 Though the challenge of audience engagement is real among orchestras, 
Bartoletti’s suggestion is likely to lack some background due to her lack of experience 
with orchestras. What her recent hiring does bring, however, is a career’s worth of public 
relations experience and contacts in both Atlanta and Birmingham from prior work in the 
for-profit sector, which powers a sincere enthusiasm about telling the world about Carlos 
Izcaray and the Alabama Symphony Orchestra. Her connections led to a beautifully 
produced biography piece on CNN International announcing Izcaray’s appointment as 
Music Director, and many new media connections in Birmingham. Her confidence and 
enthusiasm about creating new connections in the community for the ASO are sure to 
yield even more positive results. 
 Engagement with the community is an area where the ASO musicians see room 
for growth too. When asked about the ASO’s identity in regards to contemporary music, 
Kathleen Costello, the orchestra’s principal clarinetist, questioned the entire premise, 
offering that, “The Alabama Symphony has a bit of a visibility issue in the community” 
(Costello, 2016). To an outsider, the ASO’s commitment to contemporary music is an 
important feature of the group’s identity, but Costello feels as though the ASO still has 
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more work to do integrating with their community in Birmingham. She did credit the 
orchestra’s invitation to the Spring for Music Festival at Carnegie Hall and the standing 
investment in the Composer-in-Residence program as important features of the ASO’s 
recent history, but sees the contemporary music programming to be “…rather hit or miss” 
in its ability to capture the attention of audiences. Costello did offer an optimistic outlook 
with regards to shifting the Classical Edge series to a festival format, hoping that this 
style of presentation would increase the orchestra’s visibility downtown and draw a larger 
audience. 
 The musicians of the ASO have pride in their orchestra and they expect a high-
quality artistic product, but given ASO’s recent history of bankruptcy, which left this 
group of musicians suddenly without jobs, they have a guarded trust in the programming 
direction of the orchestra. While the bankruptcy didn’t affect all of the current musicians 
(Costello was hired since), the haze of its legacy effects their collective ability to fully 
trust the orchestra’s management (All of the ASO’s current management has also been 
hired since the bankruptcy.) 
 When asked to describe her fellow ASO musicians and their priorities, Costello 
cited a standard litany of qualities associated with orchestral musicians including great 
work ethic, commitment to artistic integrity, and expectation of excellence, and she spoke 
of their dedication, seriousness, and high standards. It was with pride and assertiveness 
that Costello offered this description, the typical self-portrait of an orchestral musician. 
An orchestral musician’s value to this or any orchestra is defined by the extreme 
specialization of their skill and the scarcity of their talent. Because of this, their value 
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increases correspondingly with higher artistic expectations. In order to accentuate the 
importance of their contributions to the organization, it is always in their best interest to 
advocate for the highest possible artistic standards.  
 This type of identity can create a conflict as it applies to contemporary music. 
After all, these musicians have spent their entire lives learning to flawlessly execute the 
traditional orchestral repertoire in order to get their jobs. They have spent years learning 
this canon, surveying countless recording, and studying scores to inform their 
performances. The core of the orchestral repertoire is at the foundation of their training, 
and it is understandable that this is the music with which they would find the most 
comfort and confidence. Contemporary music, on the other hand, often requires more 
time to prepare because of its unfamiliarity and often requires difficult modern 
techniques. While it is understood that preparing all types of music is the job of the 
professional musician—and some do quite enjoy contemporary music—musicians can 
become sensitive to the balance of new and old over the course of a long season. 
 Of the ASO’s administrators, Pierre Ruhe has the best understanding of the 
relationship between the ASO musicians and new music. He hears all of their complaints 
about composers’ poor notation, youthful orchestration mistakes, and difficult passages. 
Ruhe was never a professional musician himself, so he relies on his dialogue with the 
musicians in order to gauge the effects of his programming choices. According to Ruhe, 
it was Justin Brown who did most of the work in convincing the musicians of the value of 
performing contemporary music at a high level, and while he still has many discussions 
with musicians, “They are much more agreeable now” (Ruhe, 2016). 
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 Since its reestablishment in 1997, the Alabama Symphony Orchestra has set itself 
apart, especially among regional orchestras in the Southern United States, with its 
commitment to contemporary music. In order for this gambit to be successful, each 
stakeholder in the organization must share an outlook: throughout a forty-week season, 
the presentation of modern, unfamiliar, and sometimes difficult music will be heard on 
nearly every classical concert series. This is a central value in the operation of the ASO, 
and as such, is reflected in some solutions that reflect the Birmingham community, 
including unique performance venue, the creation of new festivals, and the identification 
of a new younger audience. This strategy does not come without challenges, but through 
innovative programming and data-gathering that clarifies the lack of risk, the Alabama 
Symphony has boldly identified a path from bankruptcy to stability.  
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CHAPTER TWO – THE ALBANY SYMPHONY 
 
 
 
In an effort to set itself apart from orchestras of larger budgets with greater artistic 
legacies, the Albany Symphony, since the 1970s, has unapologetically committed to 
programming contemporary music. This is central to the mission of the organization, and 
as such, is reflected in every interaction with the audience, from written promotional 
materials to the concert production, thus creating an expectation for and comfort with the 
programming choices made by the AS. The 2016-17 season will be David Alan Miller’s 
twenty-fifth as Music Director of the Albany Symphony (AS). The length of his tenure 
alone is impressive by current industry standards, but more than the span of time, it is the 
depth of his commitment to the organization that is most impressive. It is difficult to find 
a board member, staff member, musician, or patron associated with the AS who doesn’t 
immediately credit David Alan Miller as the orchestra’s driving force. When asked to 
consider a time in the future without him, Derek Smith, the AS’s Operations and 
Programming Manager said, “He’s, in many ways, irreplaceable in terms of how he has 
demonstrated his commitment and how he’s advanced our mission” (Smith, 2016). 
 The AS is unabashedly focused on the advancement of contemporary classical 
music as it states in its mission statement which reads as follows:  
The Albany Symphony celebrates our living musical heritage. Through brilliant 
live performances, innovative education programing, and engaging cultural 
events, the AS enriches a broad & diverse regional community. By creating, 
recording, and disseminating the music of our time, the Albany Symphony is 
establishing an enduring artistic legacy that is reshaping the nation’s musical 
future.  
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Compared to typical orchestra mission statements that focus on preserving or honoring 
old music or bringing “great music” to their communities, the AS’s mission is brash in its 
focus on new works. For as radical as the AS’s mission seems today, and for as much as 
David Alan Miller has done to advance it over the past 25 years, it was the visionary 
board president Peter Kermani who deserves credit for shifting the AS’s focus from 
standard repertoire to contemporary music in the late 1970’s. He made the decision to do 
so when the orchestra faced large deficits and the possibility of bankruptcy. In justifying 
his new business model for the organization he said, “We had to come to terms with the 
fact that the next great performance of Beethoven’s Fifth wasn’t going to be at Albany; I 
decided we had to do something different from everybody else, something that would get 
us funding and which also had musical integrity.” In the seven years that followed, sales 
increased by 69%, the deficit was eliminated, and the organization began running a slight 
surplus. (Cox 1984)  
 If it was Kermani’s bold vision that put the AS on its current course, it’s David 
Alan Miller who has been its most confident navigator. Currently operating on a $ 2.2 
million budget, the ASO’s unwavering commitment to contemporary music has led to 
numerous recognitions including an invitation to the inaugural Spring For Music Festival 
at Carnegie Hall in 2011. In 2013, the AS became the only orchestra to receive a second 
invitation. The AS has won 26 ASCAP awards for Adventurous Programming, more than 
any other American orchestra, and in 2014, won a Grammy Award for its recording of 
John Corigliano’s Conjurer.  
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 Albany is New York’s state capital, and the state government is one of the largest 
employers in the area. A dense collection of colleges and universities have attracted many 
others to Albany. These and other working class jobs supply most of the employment 
opportunities in the Capital Region, which is the third largest metropolitan area in the 
state of New York with a population of approximately 1,170,000. Despite its middle-
class roots, Albany has managed to support its small orchestra since 1930. The Albany 
Capital Region has a long history of attending musical events in two wonderful venues, 
both of which currently host the AS. Albany’s Palace Theater was built in 1931 to host 
touring vaudeville acts. Later it served as Albany’s most prominent movie house before it 
closed to the public in 1969. After two separate renovations that preserved the theater’s 
original Austrian Baroque design, the Palace Theater is now the primary venue of the AS 
and also hosts visiting music, dance, and theater productions. 
 The AS also presents regular concerts at the Troy Savings Bank Music Hall in 
neighboring Troy, NY. Completed in 1870, the music hall was a part of a new Troy 
Savings Bank building and was included in the design to the citizens of Troy. In its early 
years, the hall hosted heavyweights of the classical music world including Sergei 
Rachmaninoff, Henri Vieuxtemps, Vladimir Horowitz and Yehudi Menuhin. Today, a 
non-profit organization rents the beautiful and acoustically superior hall from the Troy 
Savings Band in order to present a variety of visiting musicians, including the Albany 
Symphony (McClintock 2016). 
• • • 
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Since its modest start in 1930 as the People’s Orchestra of Albany, the 
organization has remained consistently compact, nimble, and scrappy. The AS’s 
musicians work on a per-service contract where each musician is compensated an agreed 
upon amount for each rehearsal and concert, and the staff is made up of only 10 people—
six full-time and four part-time—who, with the help of an occasional consultant, handle 
all of the organization’s administrative tasks. While it is common for orchestra 
administrators to have a background in classical music, the AS staff includes many who 
have studied contemporary music or music composition, and like the musicians, many 
were specifically drawn to the contemporary music mission of the AS. 
 The AS’s small staff is focused and flexible, but they also work very hard and 
commit many hours to their jobs. Their pride in the mission energizes their work, but the 
demands have led to high rate of staff turnover. Many of them have learned their craft on 
the job and have advanced internally to leadership positions after starting out in part-time 
positions. For instance, Justin Cook, the recently promoted Marketing and Patron 
Services Manager, began working for the orchestra two years ago in the box office. 
Today, he leads the organization’s entire marketing effort. There is no lack of 
commitment and pride associated with his work, but rapid advancements such as this 
have naturally led an occasional gap in knowledge. The AS has systematically addressed 
this type of issue by inviting consultants to help institute better practices. In the case of 
the marketing effort, for instance, TRG Arts has helped the AS to significantly bolster 
subscription sales which has led to increased revenue (“Case Study: Albany Symphony 
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Orchestra” 2013). This type of supplemental information that consultants provide has 
helped the AS’s small and relatively young staff increase their skills and effectiveness.  
 The musicians of the AS have a collectively bargained agreement with the 
management, but work on a per-service basis. The amount of work that they are offered 
in any given season does not come close to the level of full-time employment, and they 
are offered few additional benefits. Some of the musicians are contracted by the AS to 
participate in school programs in addition to their full orchestra services, but these add 
only a fraction of additional income. All of the musicians of the AS have no choice but to 
find other complementary employment in order to make a respectable living. Many 
perform in other regional orchestras and freelance jobs, some are college professors, and 
some are only just out of school. Most of the orchestra’s members travel from other parts 
of the region to work. Eric Berlin—the orchestra’s Principal Trumpet— commutes about 
90 miles each way from Amherst, Massachusetts, where he is Professor of Trumpet at the 
University of Massachusetts, in order to perform with the orchestra.   
 Traveling for gigs is common among freelance musicians, but despite this 
necessity and the per-service contract, the roster of musicians has remained relatively 
consistent over the years. When asked about why he continues to make the long trip to 
Albany to play in the AS when he could easily prioritize work in Boston instead, Berlin 
offers that, “Pride in the recorded legacy we leave behind is the primary reason that many 
of the top players remain” (Berlin, 2016). The AS has released numerous recordings of 
contemporary music over the years, and although many of the ASO’s principal players 
also serve as extra musicians with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, the New York 
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Philharmonic, the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, the LA Philharmonic, and others, only 
in Albany do they have the opportunity to play and record so many new pieces of 
orchestra music. (Figure 2)  
 
 
Figure 2 – Albany Symphony Recordings, 1997- 2015 
 
	
Albany	Symphony	Recordings		
	
Year	 	 Name	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Record	Label	 	
	
2015	 	 Aaron	Jay	Kernis:	Three	Flavors	 	 	 	 	 Naxos	8.559711	 	
	 	 John	Harbison:	The	Great	Gatsby	 	 	 	 	 Albany	B00T6G4TXI	
	
2013	 	 John	Corigliano:	Conjurer	&	Volcalise	 	 	 	 Naxos	8.559757	
	
2010	 	 Morton	Gould:	Interplay	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	1174	
	
2008	 	 George	Tsontakis:	Mirologhia	 	 	 	 	 KIC-CD-7680	
	
2005	 	 Miachael	Torke:	Stawberry	Fields	 	 	 	 	 Ecstatic	ER092208	
																																Vincent	Persichetti:	Third,	Fourth	and	Seventh	Symphonies	 	 Troy	771-72	
																																Paul	Creston	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	737	
	
2004		 	 Morton	Gould	Symphony	No.	2	 	 	 	 	 Troy	605	
	
2003	 	 Lopatnikoff,	Helps,	Thompson	&	Kurka	 	 	 	 Troy	591	
																																William	Schuman		 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	556	
	
2002	 	 Gould	&	Harris	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	551	
	
2001	 	 George	Lloyd	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	458	
																																Benjamin	Lees	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	441	
	
2000	 	 Don	Gillis	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	391	
																																John	Harbison	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	390	
	
1999	 	 Brutal	Reality	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	354	
																																The	Great	American	Ninth		 	 	 	 	 Troy	350	
	
1998	 	 Morton	Gould	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	300	
	
1997	 	 Peter	Mennin	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Troy	260	
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• • • 
 The Albany Symphony Orchestra presents nine different classical music programs 
each year as well as an annual gala concert, a few education concerts, and a Christmas 
program. Every concert given by the AS includes at least one piece of contemporary 
classical music and often more. It is even common for the AS to present a concert or two  
each season where a majority of the repertoire is contemporary music. One such program 
during the 2015-16 season that I had the opportunity to attend featured works written by 
the young composers’ collective, Sleeping Giant, and their former Yale professor, Ingram 
Marshall. The program featured a unique cobbling together of three re-composed 
movements from Mozart Piano Concerti. Timo Andres served as piano soloist as well as 
composer of the final movement—a radical new version of the Coronation Concerto’s 
left hand part, which was left incomplete by Mozart.  
Many composers have filled in the missing parts in the style of Mozart in order to 
perform the work, but Andres went in entirely the opposite direction, making additions in 
his own contemporary voice, which fundamentally changed Mozart’s assumed harmonic 
structure. The result is music that sounds sort of like Mozart but with a distinctly modern 
overlay. To complete this new/old concerto, Jacob Cooper contributed an entirely 
electronic cadenza for the end of the first movement, and Christopher Cerrone wrote new 
complementary music for the slow movement. Joseph Dalton—the music critic of the 
Albany Times Union—called the re-composed Mozart concerto, “…the most audacious 
thing on Saturday’s program” (Dalton 2016b). Neither Cooper nor Cerrone’s Mozart re-
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workings are yet available on recording, but Andres’s version can be heard on his 2013 
Nonesuch release entitled Home Stretch. 
Audacious is certainly not an inappropriate descriptor considering the high regard 
in which Mozart’s music is held among supporters of classical music. It is hard to 
imagine any other orchestra in the country performing such a thing, let alone anchoring 
an entire program with works written by a collective of young composers. In traditional 
classical music markets, it would not be uncommon for outraged audience members to 
leave if presented with this treatment of Mozart, but the Albany audiences were entirely 
unbothered by it. The program also featured new works by Ted Herne, which used 
themes from Samuel Barber’s Adagio; Robert Honstein, who wrote fascinating response 
movements to a Corelli Violin Concerto that employed the scratchy sounds of baroque 
music as inspiration; and Andrew Norman, whose short piece served as a type of agility 
etude for orchestra.  
The composers that make up Sleeping Giant aren’t new to Albany Symphony 
audiences. During the 2014-15 season they contributed new compositions to complete 
and augment the Mozart Requiem, which was also left unfinished by Mozart. The concert 
was called Requiem Reimagined and the AS administrators refer to it one of the most 
successful programs that the organization has ever presented. The program’s success was 
based on the audience’s interest in the Mozart Requiem, but this presentation was far 
more. It involved the new compositional additions, dramatic lighting, stage direction for 
the singers and musicians, and visual projections. According to Justin Cook, the AS’s 
Marketing and Patron Services Manager, patrons discussed the event for weeks, 
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consistently bringing up the concert in conversations with the AS staff and musicians. 
After Joseph Dalton, the original reviewer of the program for Times Union heard patrons 
discussing the concert a week later at a chamber music recital, he wrote another piece for 
the paper discussing the show’s lasting impact (Dalton 2015a). 
 The AS’s programming history includes works written by well over one hundred 
American composers. David Alan Miller’s constant effort to remain in touch with 
composers and their work ensures that the AS remains on the cutting edge. In fact, 
composers even serve as a component of the AS’s programming process, David Alan 
Miller and Derek Smith solicit every visiting composer for guidance on music they think 
should be heard in Albany. This process of enlisting composers in the programming 
keeps the ASO in touch with every corner of the new music world and ensures that 
concerts remain innovative and fresh. 
 Visiting composers also participate in programs with the Albany city schools, 
most notably facilitating song-writing workshops between composers and students. The 
program is a year-long partnership with school teachers during which composers help 
teach the expression of ideas about heritage or social justice through music composition. 
By the end of the year, each student has created an original song. This and many of the 
AS’s contemporary music initiatives are funded by grants from foundations such as the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation and New Music USA.  
 Since 1999, the AS has presented a Festival of American Music to close its 
season. A creation of David Alan Miller, the festival has grown steadily over the years, 
and the 2016 festival was the largest yet. Programming spans a 5-day period and is held 
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at the Experimental Media and Performing Arts Center in Troy, NY. Concerts, recitals, 
interactive experiences, and artistic happenings make up most of the schedule, which also 
includes a full-orchestra concert, a concert by the Dogs of Desire, and educational events. 
The 2016 festival featured 35 contemporary works by 33 American composers. The 
composers of Sleeping Giant helped to develop the list of festival performers, which 
included the electric guitar percussion duo, The Living Earth Show and Tigue Percussion. 
 The Dogs of Desire, which performs annually as a part of the American Music 
Festival, is an 18-member chamber orchestra led by David Alan Miller. Founded over 
twenty years ago shortly after Miller’s arrival in Albany, the AS describes the Dogs of 
Desire as part orchestra and part rock band. The goal for the ensemble is to commission 
and perform new works that do not fit squarely in the classical genre. The Dogs personnel 
includes drum set and saxophone player in order to facilitate music that bridges the gap 
with popular music. The AS regularly commissions new works for the Dogs of Desire 
that are presented during the American Music Festival, which gives Miller and the AS an 
opportunity to work with young composers on a smaller project before offering an 
opportunity to write for the full orchestra. Miller even refers to the Dogs as the AS’s 
research and development department (“Albany Symphony Presents :: The Dogs Of 
Desire” 2014).  Most recently, the AS commissioned the Brazilian-American composer 
Clarice Assad, who is known equally as a vocalist, band leader, and composer, to write a 
new piece for the Dogs of Desire. Her new work was called Windland and featured the 
composer as vocalist.  
• • • 
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 David Alan Miller’s involvement with the dad-to-day operations of the AS is not 
limited to his artistic duties. He is also heavily involved in organization’s effort to 
communicate its mission to the community. He lives with his family in Albany and has 
immersed himself in the community by participating in AS sponsored social events, 
donor gatherings, marketing efforts, education events; giving pre- and post-concert 
lectures, interviewing soloists and composers, and any other thing that might help support 
the organization. For Miller, each of these interactions is an opportunity to explain the 
AS’s commitment to contemporary music and living composers, and his efforts have 
made an impact. Due to this long-term investment, the community has a deep trust in 
Miller and his programming. One board member, whose interests lie primarily with 
traditional repertoire, explained the effectiveness of Miller’s advocacy by suggesting that 
Miller makes him eat broccoli before he can have his sweets. In this metaphor, broccoli 
is, of course, the contemporary music part of the concert—the sweets; Beethoven, 
Tchaikovsky, etc. Over time, this board member admits that he has learned to appreciate 
the opportunity to hear new works, but he credits Miller with helping him to develop this 
appreciation. Not every member of the AS board requires so much convincing about the 
value of new works, but this story does illuminate the extent of Miller’s advocacy 
work—occasionally, even members of the board need to be convinced of the value of 
contemporary music. 
 The difficult balance of standard repertoire and contemporary music effects every 
part of the AS’s relationship with its audience, but it is the marketing team that must deal 
with the challenge directly. In order to emphasize its mission, it is the AS policy to make 
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some reference to contemporary music in every correspondence. In addition, Justin Cook 
supplies his telephone marketers and box office staff with talking points about the new 
music component of concerts in order to more effectively engage with audience 
members. Cook also always includes pictures of composers or soloists who are 
performing new works in print advertising as well.  
 Consistently communicating necessary event information (what, when, where) 
and mission-confirming institutional values to the public requires significant effort on the 
part of Cook and his team.  Given the small size of the staff and limited financial 
resources, one might expect that the marketing effort would be focused primarily on 
ticket sales and other revenue producing efforts, and institutional marketing, the kind that 
promotes the mission and values of an organization separately from the ticket sales effort, 
would be left for other interactions such as pre-concert talks or receptions. But Cook sees 
this as a missed opportunity and has decided that they must advocate for their mission 
and sell the orchestra’s brand in every communication even if a strict focus on ticket sales 
would yield greater revenue in the short-term.  
 David Alan Miller is sensitive to the challenging balance of sales and mission as 
well, and commonly pairs the most popular pieces of the orchestra repertoire with brand 
new works in an unabashed attempt to draw in audiences while also including 
contemporary music. Cook follows suit by designing print advertisements that give top 
billing to the old, popular piece. A typical newspaper ad for a concert of half new music 
and half old music might feature the large dominant headline BEETHOVEN’S FIFTH 
but also include a small photos of a young piano soloist and a composer. The consulting 
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firm, TRG Arts has encouraged the AS to leverage popular pieces and popular soloists in 
order to sell more subscriptions and single tickets, and over time this approach has 
worked.  
 It is slightly disingenuous given the clarity of the AS’s mission statement to 
promote popular old works. After all, pairing popular and new works on one program is 
exactly what Alan Gilbert referred to negatively as “The Bolero Effect”, meaning that in 
order to include new pieces, orchestras feel that they must also program a popular piece 
as to not upset patrons and to encourage ticket sales (Tommasini 2008). For Miller and 
Cook, this type of pairing is central to the way the AS programs, and they take pride in 
the results. For instance, recalling the Requiem Reimagined program, Cook calls it a 
success partly because of the fact that the newspaper ad attracted such a large audience 
by using the headline: MOZART REQUIEM. The actual show did include all of 
Mozart’s music but certainly not in its expected traditional presentation. Mozart’s music 
made up most of the program, but the audience’s surprise at the additional music, video, 
staging was the other reason that the concert was memorable. 
 Alan Gilbert considers “The Bolero Effect” to be bad practice because he thinks 
that it sends the message that the institution doesn’t believe in the new work on the 
program. He’s likely correct in his suggestion, but his premise is based on an assumption 
that the orchestra is only programming new works periodically throughout the season. 
The Albany Symphony, however, offers new music as a part of every concert, and 
through a consistent, every-week employment of “The Bolero Effect” it registers a 
different result. The AS’s version may still reflect negatively on the new work; a 
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contemporary piece is likely not of the same quality as Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony or 
any other masterwork, but when new works are included on every concert the comparison 
becomes less important. Instead, audiences can easily compare new works from one 
concert to the next. Consistent inclusion of contemporary music eliminates the possibility 
of an automatic negative reaction from the audience. They have created a new 
expectation for the audience. Contemporary music will be a part of every concert, and 
knowing this, audiences never feel as though a new work is taking the place of something 
more familiar. Through the consistent employment of “The Bolero Effect”, the AS has 
found success in attracting audiences while also remaining committed to contemporary 
music. 
 To explain this in terms of revenue, the AS uses traditional repertoire to generate 
the ticket sales that buoy the organization’s business model. Old pieces ensure that a 
significant percentage of the donors and audience will be happy, and their inclusion is 
responsible for generating significant ticket revenue that contemporary music alone could 
not generate. From this platform, the organization focuses all of its advocacy and 
education effort on contemporary music. This arrangement, as contradictory as it may be, 
has worked for the AS but not without sacrifices. 
 Among classical music fans, performances of the classical masterworks are 
judged against history. It is not uncommon for classical music fans to own many different 
recordings of the same piece, the most adept among them even able to decipher subtle 
differences that can be associated with a specific orchestra or conductor. David Alan 
Miller, while a passionate champion of contemporary works and entirely proficient 
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conductor, finds his greatest success and confidence leading new works and not 
traditional repertoire. In a description of the AS Music Director, Eric Berlin offered, “I 
think he understands that his gift is not as an interpreter of Brahms, etc.” (Berlin, 2016). 
Limits with the performance of traditional classical music don’t end with Miller, of 
course. Inadequacies also exist among the individual musicians. The AS’s part-time 
schedule ensures that the make-up of the ensemble shifts, and even those who play 
regularly are not solely focused on working for the AS. These inconsistencies keep the 
AS from reaching the highest levels of performance that have become an expectation 
with the masterworks.  
 Issues of performance quality as it is associated with traditional repertoire is a 
common part of AS reviews. In a recent piece Joseph Dalton wrote for the Albany Times 
Union, he called a performance of Verdi, “…well mannered, but superfluous”, and 
commented that, “At least the ringing triangle gave it some life” (Dalton 2015b). In a 
review of a recent performance of Brahms’ Second Symphony, Dalton wrote that it, 
“…felt hazy and indistinct for much of the performance” (Dalton 2016a). Dalton is also 
quite an advocate for the AS’s new works, often devoting the majority of his review to 
their descriptions. Overall Mr. Dalton is a fair reviewer who does a great service to the 
AS’s mission, and he maintains a good relationship with the AS administration.  
This sustained line of criticism around performances of standard repertoire is not 
always flattering. All of this may point to a slight blind spot for the AS, but it is in 
keeping with Peter Kermani’s original justification for changing the orchestra’s focus 
nearly 40 years ago. The fact that audiences in Albany don’t expect, demand, or even 
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appreciate world class performances of the core orchestral repertoire is part of the reason 
that the AS has room to execute its unique mission. Those AS supporters who do call for 
performances of core orchestra repertoire are satisfied with the fact that it is happening in 
Albany at all, and are not concerned about an occasional bad review. For those who have 
a desire to hear higher quality performances, New York City and Boston are both less 
than three hours away by car.  
Another potential area of sacrifice might exist in the organization’s ability to 
become a stronger and more sustainable organization. The AS has only had a chief 
executive in place for two of the past five years, and the past two Executive Directors 
have served for less than three years and 9 months respectively (Barnes 2015). Prior to 
that, the organization’s top administrator was a General Manager who served for 15 
years. In an attempt to transition to an Executive Director, the organization took the 
General Manager’s job description and added fundraising and development 
responsibilities, but didn’t include oversight of the artistic and operations staff. These 
areas of the AS management would report to the Music Director.    
The specific problems associated with retaining a chief executive are not entirely 
clear, but common knowledge would indicate that there have been disagreements over 
power and control. Given David Alan Miller’s long standing as Music Director and his 
intimate involvement in the orchestra’s management, it has likely been difficult for a new 
chief administrator to find his/her footing. For whatever the specific problems, the AS 
has not managed to successfully complete the transition to its new organizational 
structure. In the process, David Alan Miller has become even more indispensable and the 
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organization has extended its risk. Derek Smith, the orchestra’s Operations and 
Programming Manager, has indicated that he doesn’t expect Miller to be going anywhere 
soon, but the AS might also not have any choice but to keep him close until they can find 
the right Executive Director. 
Issues of organizational strength notwithstanding, the AS continues to find 
success advancing its mission. Their discography of exclusively contemporary 
compositions is a legacy that bears tremendous weight and importance, the newest of 
which was nominated for another Grammy award. The orchestra was just invited to 
perform in Washington, D.C. as a part of the SHIFT Festival in 2017. The D.C. residency 
will include a concert of works written by the Sleeping Giant composers collective at the 
Kennedy Center and educational programs in the D.C. Public Schools. The orchestra will 
surely win more ASCAP awards for adventurous programming too. Though seemingly 
conservative about opportunities for growth and increased production of the orchestra, 
there is no question about the AS’s commitment to its mission and to new orchestral 
music. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
Nearly every American orchestra, no matter its size, performs some amount of 
contemporary music each season. They do so because of a general sense of responsibility 
to expand the orchestral repertoire. Unfortunately, their efforts often have no specific 
strategy or connection to long-term planning. This study of the Alabama Symphony 
Orchestra and the Albany Symphony demonstrates that by choosing to identify an 
ensemble’s output with the entirety of the canon, rather than only what has become 
standard repertoire, can be a way for American orchestras to set their work apart, engage 
with their communities more fully, and ensure the continuance of the art form. 
There are significant differences between the Alabama and Albany orchestras 
most of which concern the amount of concerts that each present. The Albany Symphony 
is on stage for only one weekend each month while the Alabama Symphony Orchestra 
presents concerts nearly every week during a 40-week stretch. From the standpoint of 
programming, the additional weeks allow the Alabama Symphony Orchestra to present 
more classical concerts, educational events, and an orchestra pops series, and by doing 
so, they have cultivated a slightly broader audience than the Albany Symphony. These 
differences also apply to their approaches to contemporary music programming. The 
Albany Symphony’s approach has focused largely on conservatory-trained composers 
whose works follow the traditions and evolution of classical music composition. The 
Alabama Symphony Orchestra’s programming has featured this type of composer as well 
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but with more weeks and a broader audience base, Alabama has also been able to 
included composers from popular genres. 
Despite the operational differences, these two orchestras share many similar 
approaches to involving contemporary music in their missions. Below, I outline four 
important factors that have led to successful institutional engagement with contemporary 
repertoire in both organizations. These factors are intended to provide orchestra 
administrators with tools to develop a productive  
 
CONSISTENCY 
 
 The Albany Symphony includes contemporary music on every single program 
that it presents. By making new music a “non-negotiable” element of each concert, the 
Albany Symphony has permanently shifted the expectations of its audience and donors. 
This consistency allows Albany Symphony audiences to attach different systems for 
evaluating their enjoyment and appreciation of new music. Instead of comparing 
contemporary music to Beethoven or another standard repertoire piece, the Albany 
audience evaluates contemporary works based their previous experiences with other 
contemporary music. In the process, they develop a spirit of discovery around the new 
works that reframes their ability to engage with the music. While the Alabama Symphony 
Orchestra does not include contemporary music on every single one of its programs, its 
consistency in presenting new works is also notable and, as a result, Alabama has 
instigated a similarly positive shift in audience expectations around contemporary music.  
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CONTEMPORARY MUSIC NEEDS A CHAMPION 
 
 Committing to contemporary music requires internal will and commitment. Both 
the Albany Symphony and Alabama Symphony Orchestra have benefited from intrepid 
leadership and vision this area. Justin Brown, the Alabama Music Director from 2006-
2012, spear-headed a focus on contemporary music, and Pierre Ruhe, the orchestra’s 
Artistic Administrator, solidified the effort in seasons following Brown’s departure. In 
Albany, David Alan Miller may be the single best example of sustained commitment to 
contemporary music on behalf of an orchestra’s Music Director.  
The most important thing that these champions have done for their organizations 
is to protect the contemporary music portion of the programming from market analysis 
and judgement. New music will never provide the same initial interest or box office 
return as known orchestral standards, and these orchestras never ever consider excluding 
it in order to generate revenue. In Alabama, Pierre Ruhe ran his own multi-year study of 
their own programming and determined that there was no significant relationship at all 
between specific programming and sales. These findings provided him with important 
leverage inside his own organization. In Albany, the inclusion of contemporary works on 
every program has similarly insulated the programming from market analysis. These 
leaders’ commitments have helped both the Albany Symphony and Alabama Symphony 
Orchestra make contemporary music an institutional priority connected to their missions. 
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FESTIVALS 
 
The Albany Symphony has presented a Festival of American Music since 1992. 
This festival serves as a very clear demonstration of the organization’s commitment to 
new music, and energizes the orchestra’s contemporary music effort throughout the year. 
In Birmingham, the Alabama Symphony Orchestra’s Classical Edge Series has provided 
similar benefits. Classical Edge will be reorganized into a week-long series called the 
Sound Edge Festival next season. These focused areas of contemporary music 
programming provide opportunities for orchestras to target younger audiences, develop 
new community relationships, and solicit additional foundation grants and corporate 
sponsorships. 
 
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
 
 These cases both present reason to believe that streamlined organizational 
decision-making leads to programming focus. The time in which new music 
programming increased the most for the Alabama Symphony Orchestra was during its 
three years between Music Directors. During that time, Pierre Ruhe managed all of the 
orchestra’s programming alone instead of as a collaboration with the Music Director. The 
result was that the contemporary music agenda flourished.  
 In Albany, David Alan Miller has worked with a General Manager and not an 
Executive Director for much of his tenure. Since the departure of the General Manager, 
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the orchestra has spent three of the past five years without a chief executive at all. This 
executive level void at the top of the organization has left David Alan Miller with an 
almost unchallenged opportunity to develop a mission-focused way of running the 
Albany Symphony that will likely not change until after he leaves the orchestra. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES 
 
 Sustained commitment to contemporary music programming has led to awards, 
festival invitations, and national press that have increased the notoriety of the Alabama 
and Albany Symphony Orchestras. These accolades and national press have allowed 
these orchestras form identities that are based on their accomplishments while at the same 
avoiding comparisons to larger orchestras. The Alabama and Albany Symphony 
Orchestras will never have the budget, history, or size to compete with orchestras in 
Philadelphia or Chicago for the best performance of Beethoven. They can, however, 
create long-lasting and meaningful relationships with their audiences through a unique 
approach to programming, relationships that better reflect and influence the communities 
in which they reside. 
 The orchestras of Alabama and Albany have set themselves apart artistically from 
orchestras of much larger size and budget. This effort has required a commitment not just 
of the administrative and artistic staff of the organizations, but a sustained level of 
support from their audiences. Both of these performing arts organizations find themselves 
in the fortunate circumstance of performing for a populace that is willing to be 
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adventurous in its musical pursuits; however, this is not happenstance. These consumers 
have artistic curiosity because the ensembles have created an expectation for 
experimentation and a comfort with what is new.   
In order to pursue this goal, there have been sacrifices and decisions made that 
would not be faced by orchestras of a larger budget or region. The Alabama Symphony 
Orchestra operates with fewer musicians than they once did; the Albany Symphony does 
not offer its musicians full-time contracts and maintains a skeleton administrative staff. 
Their vision of sustainability embraces a purified view of the role of an orchestra in a 
community— one that serves not just as a mirror of the past, but a reflection of the 
present, and an investment in the future of classical repertoire.  
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APPENDIX A:  INTERVIEWS 
 
 
 
Alabama Symphony Orchestra: 
Pierre Ruhe – Director of Artistic Planning 
Debbie Bartoletti – Director of Communications and Public Relations 
Kathleen Costello – Principal Clarinet 
 
Albany Symphony: 
Derek Smith – Operations and Programming Manager 
Justin Cook – Marketing and Patron Services Manager 
Eric Berlin – Principal Trumpet 
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